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On the Song of Songs:




we would find headlines to attract potential readers. Recent covers of 








to	 sexuality,	 sexual	 habits	 and	 the	 increase	 in	 the	 consumption	 of	
pornography.	 Sexual	 messages	 are	 communicated	 in	 television	
programmes, films, music videos, fashion, and on the Internet. Films 
and images that might have been classified as pornography a few years 
ago,	are	no	longer	 thought	 to	be	so	and	can	be	seen	on	mainstream	





Ariel	 Levy,	 writer	 and	 contributing	 editor	 of	New York Magazine,	
widely	 regarded	 as	 feminism’s	newest	 and	most	 provocative	voice,	








pleasure – then your chance of finding true intimacy, 
connection,	even	love	is	grossly	diminished	…	genuine	
passion	 and	 love	 seems	 to	 be	 going	 the	 way	 of	 the	
dodo.1
For	men,	the	situation	is	not	so	different.	So-called	‘lad’s	mags’	boast	






Since	 good-looking	 naked	 men	 started	 appearing	 on	
the	 covers	 of	magazines	 aimed	 at	men,	 the	 incidence	
of bulimia among British males has risen by 100%. 
… as if to confirm what the experts always said about 
the	 pressure	 exerted	 by	 images	 of	 the	 perfect	 on	 the	
imperfect	 …	 the	 threat	 of	 the	 male	 gaze	 has	 been	
making	many	women	 and	 gay	men	 ill	 for	 years,	 but	
men’s	magazines	show	that	the	threat	has	now	become	
general	enough	to	be	counted	a	cultural	worry.	All	men	
now	experience	other	men’s	 looks,	 and	 that	 is	one	of	






magazines	 for	 teenage	 girls	 are	 now	 full	 of	 sexual	 content	 and	 the	
Internet	has	meant	a	radical	change	in	children’s	and	young	people’s	
social	 and	 cultural	 environment.	 Whereas	 the	 Internet	 can	 be	 a	




for paedophiles and other sex criminals to find, make contact with 
and	groom	children	 to	sexually	abuse	or	exploit.	Our	children	have	
become	 extremely	 vulnerable	 and	 are	 being	 sexualised	 at	 a	 much	
earlier	age	than	previously.
The	lectionary	reading	for	the	day	is	from	the	second	chapter	of	the	
Song	 of	 Songs.	 This	 song,	 of	 extraordinary	 eroticism,	 is	 the	 only	
surviving	example	of	 ancient	Hebrew	 love	poetry.	 In	 it,	girl	yearns	
for boy, girl finds boy, loses and finds him again, apparently more 
than	once,	girl	and	boy	fall	deeply	in	 love	with	each	other,	become	
frustrated	 by	 the	 guardians	 of	 convention,	 boy	 and	 girl	 probably	
consummate	 the	relationship,	and	 this	 tale	 is	 told	 in	between	praise	





fact	 that	 it	 takes	human	sexuality	 seriously	–	 there	are	other	places	
where	 that	happens	–	but	 that	 the	 love	between	man	and	woman	 is	
celebrated	 exuberantly	 and	 non-judgementally,	 for	 there	 is	 nothing	
moralistic	about	it	–	one	has	to	look	elsewhere	in	the	scriptures	for	that.	
It	is	not	a	book	about	marriage	ethics	either.	Marriage	is	mentioned,	




However,	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 book	 in	 the	 Bible	 has	 brought	 with	





start to finish. 







literally and declared it an erotic love poem, was officially condemned 
at	the	Council	of	Constantinople	(553)	with	his	view	being	rejected	
as	heretical.	Theodore’s	opinion	was	not	 revived	until	 the	sixteenth	
century	 when	 the	 Calvinists	 Sébastien	 Castalion	 and	 Johannes	
Clericus	made	use	of	 it.	Other	 theologians	and	thinkers	 through	the	
ages,	Bernard	of	Clairvaux	being	amongst	the	most	prominent,	have	





justified in terms of procreation. It certainly was not something to be 
enjoyed	as	an	end	in	itself.	It	was	considered	sinful	to	take	pleasure	
in	it	–	such	desire,	it	was	thought,	muddied	the	spiritual	waters	and	
prevented	 people	 from	 living	 a	 truly	 godly	 life.	 Richard	Holloway	
writes,
The	early	Christian	interpretation	of	the	Adam	and	Eve	
myth	 associated	 sex	with	 sin,	 because	 it	was	 through	
their	 original	 disobedience	 that	 sin	 had	 entered	 the	
world.	 The	 eternal	 innocence	 of	 the	 original	 couple	




association	 between	 sex,	 guilt	 and	 death	 that	 led	 to	
the	heroically	ascetic	utopianism	of	some	of	 the	early	
Christian	 Fathers.	 It	 was	 imagined	 that,	 if	 virginity	
became	 universal,	 death	 itself	might	 be	 defeated	 and	
the	 curse	 of	Adam	 overturned.	Women,	 by	 the	 pains	
of	childbirth	would	continue	 the	race	and	at	 the	same	
time	partially	purge	 the	guilt	of	 their	sexuality,	which	













but	as	 the	story,	 in	poetic	form,	of	 two	people	who	love	each	other	
–	plain	and	simple.
The	 Song	 of	 Songs	 could	 be	 thought	 of	 as	 a	 subversive	 book,	 not	
least	because	it	is	the	only	book	in	the	Bible	whose	main	speaker	is	
a woman, speaking in her own voice. Bold, assertive and confident, 
the	predominance	of	feminine	voices	and	viewpoints	is	not	what	we	
might expect. Such dominance would not have been readily affirmed 
by	many	in	the	Christian	Church.	Armed	with	and	impelled	by	love,	








































You are beautiful, my dearest, beautiful without a flaw.6
And	in	chapters	7	and	8,
The	 curves	 of	 your	 thighs	 are	 like	 ornaments	 devised	 by	 a	
skilled	craftsman















it blazes up like a blazing fire, fiercer than any flame. 









So	how,	 if	 at	 all,	 can	 the	words	of	 this	 book	 speak	 to	us	 today?	 Is	
it	a	treatise	on	free	love,	for	these	biblical	songs	do	not	moralise	or	
sermonise?	 Some	 of	 us	 may	 feel	 a	 bit	 uncomfortable	 or	 confused	
with this possibility and important moral conflicts might arise for us, 
because	of	a	belief	that	such	an	interpretation	of	the	Song	of	Songs	
runs	counter	 to	 some	of	our	own	deepest	values.	Yet,	 the	power	of	
the	poetry	can	perhaps	resonate	with	us	in	this	day	and	age	precisely	
because	of	 the	way	 it	presents	experiences	which	all	human	beings	
can recognise and in which all human beings can find delight and 
experience	joy.	More	importantly,	for	an	age	which	has	in	many	ways	
become	 cynical	 about	 sex	 and	 love,	 these	 two	 people	 capture	 ‘the	











We	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 address	 the	 perversity	 of	 our	
generation’s	 fascination	 with	 sex	 by	 denying	 the	
essential	 goodness	 of	 our	 sexuality,	 but	 rather	 by	
declaring	 that	 it	 is	 deeply	 sacred,	 an	 essential	 part	 of	





And	 this	 is	perhaps	 the	point	of	 reading	 the	Song	of	Songs	as	 it	 is,	
without	muddling	 it	 up	with	 riddles	 and	 allegorical	 interpretations.	
The	text	speaks	of	sacred	sexuality,	renewing	our	delight	at	the	way	
people	ought	to	be	with	all	their	beauty	and	fragility,	refreshing	our	
awareness	of	 the	wonder	of	human	 love	and	 the	richness	of	human	
experience	 and	delight	 at	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 other.	 In	 love	 for	 the	
other,	we	share	something	of	the	love	we	have	of	God	and	for	God.	
In all relationships of this kind, might we need to reflect, particularly 
in	this	culture	of	ours,	that	we	might	always	be	on	holy	ground	and	
that	when	 that	 is	 forgotten,	 all	 sorts	 of	misuse	 and	 abuse	 can	 take	
place?	for,	
…	with	whom	should	we	be	intimate?	And,	how	does	
the	 goodness	 of	 the	 sensual	 relate	 to	 commitment	 in	






In	 all	 our	 diverse	 expressions	 of	 love	 and	 physical	 love,	 it	 is	 how	
we	use	it,	how	we	abuse	it,	how	we	misuse	it,	that	is	important.	All	
sexuality,	 grounded	 in	 the	 grace	 and	 truth	 of	 Jesus	 Christ,	 doesn’t	
invite open license to do anything, yet neither can it be confined 
within	narrow	prohibition.	The	context	of	real	people’s	real	lives	leads	
us	to	a	place	where	we	are	not	always	sure	about	what	God	forbids.	
Rowan Williams, affirming the grace of the body and the sacred space 




my	search	 for	enjoyment	 through	 the	bodily	presence	







There	 is	 nothing	 second	 best,	 let	 alone	 sordid,	 about	 physical	 love	
rightly	ordered.	Human	love	and	divine	love	mirror	one	another	–	and	
without	 that	 intensity	of	 love,	we	are	 the	 less	as	people.	What	God	
celebrates in physical, sexual love is the deepest, selfless, uninhibited 
sharing	of	all	we	have	with	another	–	mind,	body,	spirit	–	in	a	faithful	
and enduring relationship that reflects the unconditional love and 
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